INTRODUCTION
Recently, there has been a lot of philosophical work published on the morality of moral enhancement. [1] [2] [3] [4] [5] One thing that tends to get overlooked in this literature is that there are many different potential methods of morally enhancing humans. For example, possible modes of moral enhancement include traditional moral education, psychological therapy (eg, for controlling aggression), prenatal genetic interventions, postnatal genetic interventions, pharmaceutical interventions, etc. It is not clear that a blanket normative assessment of these methods is appropriate. Thus, here I focus on one potential mode of moral enhancement, namely, prenatal genetic moral enhancement, and offer a normative assessment of it.
There is some reason to believe that prenatal genetic interventions, if perfected, could be more effective than, for example, postnatal pharmaceutical interventions for moral enhancement, since they would have a significant impact on the eventual child from the very beginning. Moreover, genetic interventions that target the germline would also have the pleasant consequence of not depending on sustained drug regimens over time since future generations would inherit the initial genetic alteration automatically. And, if there turns out to be strong genetic components behind moral character and related human dispositions, then targeting these components directly might yield superior results, rather than influencing them indirectly. If the potential perils of widespread cognitive enhancement (ie, enhancing human mental capacities such as intelligence, memory and mental stamina) are as urgent and significant as some suggest them to be, then we should be doing everything that we can (and are allowed to do) to avoid them. Aligning our attack to target both present generation humans and future generation humans would better our chances overall than targeting existing people alone. For these reasons, prenatal genetic interventions could be a crucial element of any (ambitious) attempt at avoiding the perils of cognitive enhancement or to make humanity more moral in general. Of course, this is assuming that we are morally justified in pursuing this mode of moral enhancement.
Moral enhancement could manifest itself in different ways, which will depend in part on the mode of moral enhancement used and what is being modified. For the purpose of this paper, moral enhancement means improving the moral decision making, moral character and/or the overt moral behaviour of the individual enhanced to a level beyond which she otherwise would have had or displayed. In the case of prenatal genetic moral enhancement, these ameliorations are (attempted to be) brought about biogenetically during the prenatal stage of the individual's development.
In what follows, I argue that there is good reason to adopt a parent-centred perspective towards the ethics of prenatal genetic moral enhancement as opposed to a social or state-centred perspective (sections 'Approaching the morality of moral enhancement' and 'A parent-centred approach to moral enhancement'), and, once we do so, that there is good reason to argue that prenatal genetic attempts at moral enhancement ought not to be pursued (section ''Moral enhancement research'). Thus, the most appropriate normative orientation towards this specific issue generates the conclusion that we ought not to pursue prenatal genetic moral enhancement (for our children). The main reasons for this have to do with the nature of moral enhancement research, and the idea that prospective parents are justified in not assuming that their children will be morally depraved; since there is no good reason for a prospective parent to think that her child will be morally depraved, or desire to initiate 'Ultimate Harm', whether she is cognitively enhanced or not, then that prospective parent has good reason to not attempt to morally enhance her child through prenatal genetic means, or to enlist her child to participate in research in this vein, especially given her devotion to the sustained moral education of the child postnatally. I leave it open as to whether other modes of morally enhancing humans fare better, morally speaking.
APPROACHING THE MORALITY OF MORAL ENHANCEMENT
Because our normative assessment of moral enhancement will depend on the orientation from which we begin, it is important to ask whether all such normative starting points are equal or whether some are better suited than others in generating a sound moral verdict. In this section, I argue that the ethics of human prenatal genetic moral enhancement is best approached from the perspective of the prospective parent faced with this ( presently hypothetical) decision in practice. This perspective is superior to the state-oriented or social-oriented perspective, so often appealed to in the literature on moral enhancement, which takes widespread social benefit and harm prevention as the most salient ethical concern.
As already noted, our normative assessment of moral enhancement is influenced by the perspective from which we begin. There are several dimensions along which our perspectives can vary: 1. Who is soliciting the enhancement makes a difference. This could be the state (eg, through publicly funded enhancement initiatives), or individuals that are seeking to morally enhance themselves (eg, by means of anger management therapy or pharmaceuticals), or parents seeking to morally enhance their children, prenatally or postnatally (eg, through traditional moral education or novel genetic interventions).
Depending on who is pursuing the moral enhancement, the considerations that are salient to their decision making will vary. For example, with respect to potential benefits and the risk of harm, the state would likely consider whether widespread moral enhancement would bring important benefits to society, sufficient for counterbalancing any accompanying harm to its citizens, weighing the costs against the benefits of other competing uses of scarce resources. In the same vein but from the perspective of the ( prospective) parent, the salient information includes whether moral enhancement would be sufficiently beneficial to one's child, rather than society in general. Importantly, this parent-centred perspective allows for a certain degree of partiality and would ask whether a specific individual (ie, the child) requires moral enhancement, as well as the extent to which she would be benefited overall by being morally enhanced in a specific manner, rather than whether humans in general ought to be more moral; i as parents, they are responsible for the wellbeing of their child.
ii If someone is deciding whether or not to enhance herself, she would likely consider whether or not she will be benefited or harmed, thereby including the potential risks associated with the alteration as compared with the likely outcome of leaving things as they are 8 Parents enjoy extensive reproductive and parental rights, and their children also have certain rights and interests of their own (even if only 'rights in trust'). Parents seeking moral enhancement for their children without making genuine appeal to the well-being of those children are doing so in a way that is morally dubious.
iii As I have argued for elsewhere, 8 if parents intentionally and voluntarily put their children at significant risk of harm without making genuine appeal to the well-being of the child, and do so for the sake of pursuing superfluous ends vis-à-vis that child, that parental action is morally unjustified. (While advocates of biogenetic moral enhancement tend to assume its safety, this is an empirical issue, and this assumption may not be justified, especially by the parent of the child to be genetically altered.) 4. Lastly, the state of the target of the proposed moral enhancement makes a difference as well. For instance, crucial questions here include whether it is known that the target of the moral enhancement intervention is morally depraved or immoral, or whether the intervention is merely precautionary. Is it known that the target of the intervention intends on using their enhanced cognitive capabilities for ill? Is the intervention being performed prenatally or postnatally (ie, on an embryo, an existing child, an adult)? Is the target aware of the intervention or not, and can the target consent to the intervention? Answering these and other questions in particular cases will be necessary for generating a sound normative assessment of particular moral enhancement interventions. For example, if a parent is trying to decide whether or not to morally enhance i Some may want to object to this claim. For example, Tännsjö writes: "when conceiving children, we ought to adopt a God's eye view of our choice. We ought to see it as a choice between possible worlds, and we ought to opt for the best possible one among those who [sic] are available to us". 6 Tännsjö's justification for this seems to rest on 'a duty to make the world as good as one possibly can'. Yet, this demand is to ask too much of ordinary moral agents, in a manner that systematically overlooks the interests of the potential child, and the prospective parents' extensive reproductive freedom.
ii
The particular choice about prenatal moral enhancement involves both procreative and civic elements. In one's role as parent, perhaps both elements ought to be respected, at least to some extent and where possible. Yet, championing the civic and ignoring the procreative is parentally irresponsible. 7 iii One possibility would be for parents to morally enhance themselves in order to be better parents (say) or to pass along their virtuous traits to their children through the germline. 9 Law, ethics and medicine their as-yet-unborn child (ie, embryo) through biogenetic means, she would be doing so at a time when there is very little, if any, reliable information about the moral character of that child (qua prenatal); as a good parent, she would be concerned greatly with the potential risks (and potential benefits) of subjecting her to novel experimental genetic research; she would seriously consider the viability of available alternatives for attempting to bring about the same or similar ends (eg, sustained postnatal moral education); and she would likely not focus primarily on societal or species-wide concerns since her paramount, not to say exclusive, concern as parent to this child is the well-being of that child rather than the well-being of society or the human species. Thus, even if it were true that this future child being morally enhanced could be beneficial to others, that such benefits could only come about through ( potentially) compromising or jeopardising the well-being of that child is something that (good) parents would take to trump those putative other-regarding benefits. Indeed, as long as we subscribe to a robust view of reproductive and parental rights (which we currently do, in liberal democratic society), there is no reason to suggest that the demands on parents to concern themselves with the wider social good should be stronger than those placed on them with respect to other procreative and parental practices (eg, having children at all iv ), where social and even species-wide concerns are routinely and uncontroversially sidelined, especially where the well-being of their child is at stake. Moreover, although we may know that humanity in general could do with some moral improvements, and even that specific people are morally wicked (after consulting the empirical data available to us), knowing whether this is the case with respect to specific future children is another matter altogether.
A PARENT-CENTRED APPROACH TO MORAL ENHANCEMENT
Of the different perspectives towards the morality of moral enhancement surveyed above, there is good reason to adopt an individual or parent-centred orientation towards this issue, rather than a social one. Notably, there is good reason to argue that if prenatal genetic modes of moral enhancement are developed and made available, the decision about whether or not to use them should be left to individuals, rather than to the state. In the case of prenatal interventions, these individuals will be the legitimate proxy decision-makers of those (future) children.
The main reason for this is that moral enhancement is not the sort of thing that the state should require of its citizens, at least not those citizens that retain their rights and freedoms. v Non-liberal eugenic enterprises have been rightly criticised in related contexts. 11 Mandatory vaccinations, chemicals in the water supply, quarantine for infectious disease, etc., do not compromise the reproductive rights of citizens, and thus are helpful examples (if they are) only in different aspects of the moral enhancement debate. For any (non-consented to) state intrusions into prenatal genetic moral enhancement to be allowable here, they would need to be retrospective, and based on evidence that the target of the enhancement requires moral improvement. But this requirement alone already seems to rule out prenatal interventions. And, given that there are alternative modes of attempting to morally enhance, then the state would be on thin ice if it forced people to put their reproductive decisions (and success) on the line, especially without such evidence.
Forcing prospective parents to have their children biogenetically enhanced would be a blatant violation of certain rights (eg, freedom of thought and bodily integrity), including reproductive and parental rights. Indeed, insofar as parents have the right to rear the sort of children that they desire, as long as this is reasonably in line with the child's overall well-being and does not unduly and significantly harm others, then by extension parents also have the right to dictate the means and extent of their child's moral development in the private sphere. In the context of prenatal genetic moral enhancement, this is especially true if there is no good reason to believe, at the prenatal stage of their development, that this particular child is or will be morally depraved, or that other modes of moral enhancement will be insufficiently effective. Moreover, requiring that all citizens be genetically morally enhanced imposes undue risk on those citizens, given the current state of development of this technology (more on which below), and threatens to fuel discrimination (eg, of anyone suspected of being morally depraved, or who has displayed morally questionable behaviour in the past, or all those that are cognitively enhanced, or those whose parents are convicted criminals, etc.). While we may be able to get around this problem of discrimination by targeting everyone, we would need to do so in a way that leaves it as an open option to decline or opt out of the moral enhancement enterprise since there are no prenatal moral enhancement interventions that would not, when required of parents, violate their procreative rights. Yet, including such an opt-out clause in all likelihood means that we would no longer be targeting everyone, for some people (especially responsible and concerned parents) would opt their children out of participation. (Something like adding morally enhancing chemicals to the water supply may avoid these sorts of problems, insofar as people could avoid drinking that water without being unduly harmed thereby. But, alas, this is not a prenatal, genetic intervention, and thus is a prospect that is beyond the scope of this paper.)
The above discussion is sufficient for showing that, if the technology for prenatal genetic moral enhancement is ever made available, the decision about whether to be morally enhanced in this way ought to be left up to prospective parents acting as legitimate proxy decision-makers for their children, rather than the state. Thus, it is this perspective that I adopt in the remainder of this paper.
The above considerations already pose a problem for positions like the one advanced by Persson and Savulescu, 4 who argue that moral enhancement is 'necessary' in order to avoid some of the potential perils of cognitive enhancement, including what they term 'Ultimate Harm' (ie, acts of massive destruction or species-level harm). This is because these authors work exclusively from a social perspective, without duly considering the voice of the individuals to be enhanced, or those making the decision whether to morally enhance themselves or their children in practice-part of this omission may be because these authors do not believe that individuals should have a choice in the matter in the first place, as blanket moral enhancement is the best chance we have at avoiding the potential perils they highlight. Their (unquestioned) consequentialist leanings steer them to ask about overall harm and benefit, 'the necessity of iv By in large, the potential perils of human overpopulation have not led to many restrictions on widespread procreative liberties. While the 'one child policy' in China may be an exception here, that policy has been widely criticised, in part for being overly and unjustifiably paternalistic. 
and) are sufficiently morally depraved to desire to do so. But the well-being of the particular child needs to be taken into account, especially by the guardians of that child (and especially if no one else will), who presumably have the well-being of the child as a paramount concern.
However, as already shown, different considerations are central to our normative assessment once we move away from an abstract social or state orientation towards the perspective of the people that will be faced with this decision in practice (if anyone is). As argued for below, the risks associated with prenatal genetic moral enhancement research, and the poor quality of reasons a parent could have to condone her child's participation in such research, suggest that good parents would not do so. This is a strong reason to reject prenatal genetic moral enhancement as morally unacceptable, and good reason to attempt to stave off the potential perils of widespread cognitive enhancement in other ways instead.
MORAL ENHANCEMENT RESEARCH
Persson and Savulescu 4 argue that widespread cognitive enhancement will fuel the development and potential misuse of technology, including, for example, weapons for inflicting massive or species-wide destruction. Because of this, they are calling for at least two different research protocols: (i) research into the "biological underpinnings of moral behavior" ( p.174), and (ii) "research into moral enhancement" ( p.162). The distinguishing feature of the latter, for our purposes, is that an element of (genetic) manipulation is included, which is not necessarily the case with the former sort of research protocol. Conducting research on, for example, the biogenetic elements of aggression or xenophobia, on the one hand, and then attempting to manipulate those biogenetic components, once found, on the other hand, are different sorts of research protocols. While there may be some overlap, my discussion in what follows is focused exclusively on the latter. One potential mode of moral enhancement that the authors consider is ( prenatal vi ) biogenetic moral enhancement, although they suggest that the technology for doing so may not be available for quite some time ( pp.162, 168). Perhaps, however, it ought not to be made available at all.
Even assuming that Persson and Savulescu 4 have established an ethical imperative towards "safe and effective" ( p.174) moral enhancement, vii the morality of the associated research is not something they consider directly; from the conclusion that moral enhancement is 'necessary', they take it for granted that this is sufficient reason for pursuing such research, that is, that the research itself is by extension morally permissible, given the positive social ends it is intended to meet. These issues are distinct, however, and need to be treated as such. (Since Persson and Savulescu assume the safety and effectiveness of moral enhancement, it is not surprising that they never discuss the ethics of researching moral enhancement, where such safety and effectiveness will be evaluated in the first instance.) Once we distinguish between them, several important issues emerge that need to be addressed. For example: Does this sort of research meet the received standards for ethical research involving humans? If so, are there samples of research participants available for such research? What are the potential harms and benefits of enlisting one's child in such research? Do good parents have good reason to consent to their child being a participant in such research? viii The first thing to notice here is that prenatal genetic moral enhancement research on humans would be both ineffective and illegal, given current ethical standards of research involving humans. It would be ineffective because we cannot learn what we need to learn if we do not bring the research subjects (eg, embryos) to term, and it would be illegal because no nation currently allows the requisite sort of research; all legal research involving the genetic manipulation of prenatal humans finds the embryo being terminated prior to 14 days of continuous gestation. Thus, an obligation to morally enhance in this way would be to demand that parents subject their children to unprecedented and risky genetic research, research that is not endorsable under exiting research ethics guidelines.
ix Even if we recognise that current law and policy do not tell the whole moral story, and are even open for revision, independent argument is needed to show why current ethics regulations outlawing research into prenatal genetic manipulation (and mutatis mutandis prenatal genetic moral enhancement) are in need of revision, and that any such revisions are morally justifiable. To the best of my knowledge, this is not something that proponents of moral enhancement (research) have so far provided.
Perhaps Persson and Savulescu's argument in favour of moral enhancement is intended to be taken also as an argument in favour of the moral permissibility of research in this area. That is, perhaps the argument is (implicitly) intended to be an argument for changing the status quo surrounding the ethics of research involving human subjects. Yet, despite the fact that Persson and Savulescu do not explicitly discuss this issue, there are other ways to respond to this potential rebuttal. For instance, (1) there may be relevant dissimilarities between genetic moral enhancement and genetic moral enhancement research. For example, these authors 4 argue in favour of safe and effective moral enhancement (p.174), which the relevant research would likely not be, at least in its earliest stages-and prudence dictates that we not assume otherwise. (2) While some have argued that we have an obligation to participate in medical research, it is not clear whether this particular sort of research would qualify, even if we assume that it is relevantly 'medical' and that the end that it seeks to achieve is a laudable one. (As argued for below, unless parents are obligated to enlist their future children as participants in such research protocols, it is unlikely that they would do so at this point, and thus it is unlikely that we could recruit many, if any, participants. Indeed, even if it is found to be morally obligatory, parents would nevertheless have good reason to not meet such an obligation.) (3) The specifics of the who, what, how and why of the particular case will make a difference when generating our moral assessment of a specific research protocol so that we should not presume that all such research is morally acceptable just in case any of it is (if it is). For example, postnatal pharmaceutical-based moral enhancement research may be less morally problematic than prenatal genetic moral enhancement research. there is strong moral reasons to pursue x, it does not necessarily follow that any and all modes of researching how to attain x are morally acceptable. We had good reasons for wanting to know more about hypothermia, for example, but some ways of researching hypothermia are morally despicable. By failing to consider the ethics of human moral enhancement research, or else by assuming that human moral enhancement research is safe (and effective) enough to pursue, Persson and Savulescu leave untouched a fundamental aspect of this issue, upon which a sound normative assessment depends.
The problems of moral enhancement research do not end here. We do well to start researching the prospects of safe and effective genetic moral enhancement by first using non-human animals as participants. One issue here has to do with whether the use of non-human animals in genetic moral enhancement research is itself ethical. Rosoff advances an interesting argument that needs to be taken seriously, suggesting that it is wrong to merely assume that genetic enhancement research on animals is morally innocuous.
14 Indeed, given the nature of this research as having genetic and mental components, we need to ask what repercussions morally enhanced nonhuman animals may reap in the wake of being so enhanced, and the extent to which any status or interests they may possess mitigates away from such research initiatives. For example, Wei et al 15 reported that one consequence of genetically enhancing memory capacity in mice is the side effect of an increased sensitivity to pain in those mice. While genetic enhancement research on non-human animals may be important and insightful, we need to pause here and ask whether the effects of such research on those animals are morally acceptable.
Another issue that emerges here is that, with respect to genetic moral enhancement, transferring data from experiments on non-human animals to human populations, especially where the effects to be measured are moral, psychological and behavioural, is a tricky and complex business-some might say impossible. The differences between humans and non-humans along the relevant capacities are huge and significant here. Although there has been some evidence of rudimentary moral emotions and behaviour in some non-human animals, there is no evidence at present to suggest that morality exists in any non-human animals to a degree that could be helpful to humans in this specific research capacity (ie, determining the bodily, mental and behavioural effects of specific genetic alterations on human behaviour). Even assuming that such research is ethical, the further problem arises that transferring data collected from research conducted on non-human animals to humans in the area of genetic moral enhancement will likely be insufficiently informative, especially if we want to use this information to gauge whether pursuing genetic enhancement research on humans is reasonably safe (and effective). Insofar as we (ie, parents) require sound empirical evidence of the safety and effectiveness of prenatal genetic moral enhancement (research) before it is reasonable for us ( parents) to allow (our) future children to be participants in such research, then this problem poses a significant burden.
In an attempt to avoid this problem, some may argue that we could simply skip the stage(s) of experimenting with non-human animals and jump right to experimentation on humans-forgetting for the moment that such research is currently unethical and illegal. But who are these human research subjects to be? In the case of human prenatal genetic moral enhancement, they are human embryos or fetuses (ie, future children of real prospective parents) that are to be genetically altered, and who are then allowed to come to term. They need to be brought to term since (1) presumably this is in line with the procreative goals of the prospective parents (ie, to give birth to a child), and going against this would ensure that parents do not consent to such research participation in the first instance; and (2) we would not know the results of the research to any useful degree if we terminate the subjects immediately or soon after the genetic manipulation has been conducted, as is done in the case of other allowable research involving the genetic manipulation of prenatal humans. This is not to suggest that we could not learn anything from this research if the subjects were not brought to term, but rather that we could not learn much about the moral and behavioural effects of the alteration on the subjects without bringing those subjects to term, and observing them longitudinally (which goes for non-human research subjects as well).
Good parents would likely not enlist their children as participants in unprecedented, potentially superfluous research, without any reliable, empirical knowledge of the potential consequences; to do so is unwise and imprudent, and fails to reflect a genuine concern for the well-being of the future child. 10 16 Since we have ex hypothesi skipped experimentation on nonhuman animals, no such knowledge would be available, giving prospective parents even more reason to decline the research. Moreover, in all but the rarest of cases (eg, conception as a result of the combination of gametes from a psychopathic couple), the justifiable default assumption on behalf of parents is that the future child will have the capacity to not be morally wicked already intact, without the need for genetic, prenatal moral tweaking. Indeed, what reason would parents have at the prenatal stage to believe that their child is likely to use her abilities (cognitively enhanced or not) in such a way so as to behave in a manner akin to 'uttering the deplorable word', 3 4 or be morally depraved to some lesser yet unacceptable extent? Given the relative unpredictability of the eventual genetic constitution of the child and the influential role of environmental factors in her development, there is no reliable way for prospective parents to have a clear picture of the moral character of their future children at this prenatal stage. Thus, parents have good reason to assume that their child will not (desire to) initiate Ultimate Harm. While some parents may be proven wrong in holding this assumption, retrospectively, this alone is not sufficient for maintaining a moral imperative towards prenatal genetic moral enhancement research.
Furthermore, the risks of harm to the child are great during these experimental phases, and the comparative benefits are (very likely to be) negligible for the specific child. Because of this, parents do not have good reason to enlist their children for participation in such research, especially as participants in the first wave(s) of this research, and especially if we skip experimentation on non-human animals. One reason why parents will want to make sure that they have good reasons for making the decision that they do is in order to satisfy any subsequent inquisitions by the (un)enhanced child and to be able to justify their decision to the child no matter what the outcomes of the research turn out to be. And, what reason would the parents have to think that they could not eliminate any immoral tendencies of the child by being responsible procreators and parents, and offering the child sustained moral education postnatally (among other things, perhaps), something that has historically been shown to be safe and relatively effective (even if it is not infallible)? This is true even if there is a notable genetic component to human morality.
From all of this, there is good reason to conclude that parents do not have good reason to consent to attempts at biogenetically enhancing the morality of their children during their prenatal stages of development, and thus, as good parents, would not subject their child to prenatal genetic moral enhancement research, given the current state of the art.
If we speculate that moral enhancement will be safe and effective, then, in such a hypothetical context, prenatal genetic moral enhancement may be less morally dubious to prospective parents than untested prenatal genetic moral enhancement currently is. One implication of the forgoing, however, is that prospective parents have good reason for not offering their future children up as participants in this research. Because of this, unless we can find other suitable research subjects, there does not seem to be a morally justified course for pursuing this research so as to generate this coveted data in the first place. And, without such data, it is unlikely that such techniques for moral enhancement could be (known to be) safe and effective.
Parents that have good reason to believe that their child will be morally depraved may have some reason to consider moral enhancement (research) for that child. For example, something like psychopathy may have a significant genetic component, and psychopathic couples presumably have the right to attempt to have children, if they so desire. Yet, the likelihood of psychopaths desiring to morally enhance their children seems farfetched. Nevertheless, (1) the extent to which these parents are willing to put the child's well-being (and life) at risk in order to pursue their procreative goals-to have a genetically related child of their own that is not psychopathic like them-brings into question their quality as parents; (2) the fact that alternatives for founding a family exist that would at least partially satisfy those same procreative goals, without bringing the wellbeing of the resulting child under fire-and without creating a new child predisposed to being psychopathic-suggests that the parents' justification for choosing this option would need to be especially sturdy; and (3) there are alternatives available for attempting to enhance the morality of the child that do not pose (or pose significantly less) risk of harm to that child, for example, certain kinds of postnatal pharmaceutical interventions and traditional moral education. Thus, while the argument presented here may appear to be less forceful in the exceptional cases where both gamete providers are psychopathic, it goes through all the same.
Some may object to the forgoing by suggesting that moral enhancement may be beneficial regardless of the moral calibre of the person being enhanced, and thus even people of 'normal' moral character have good reason to want to be morally enhanced, and not just those that are morally depraved.
x I do not wish to deny the potential benefits of improving the moral calibre of humanity, or of specific humans. Rather, my contention is that, in the case of prenatal genetic moral enhancement, parents have solid reason to wait to see how things go during the beginnings of research into moral enhancement (whatever mode or modes that may be), and then opt for the mode of moral enhancement that (i) represents the least threat to the well-being of their child, and (ii) is most in line with the real needs of their child. Prenatal genetic moral enhancement does not pass these tests. (Once parents attempt to instil values of love, non-discrimination, compassion, understanding and openmindedness in their children through sustained postnatal moral education, the idea that there would be a strong need for further moral enhancement of such things via pharmaceutical and/or biogenetic means seems far-fetched.) Thus, even if it is true that everyone should be morally better than they currently are, prenatal genetic modes of moral enhancement are not an appropriate method for attempting to do so, as they collide with a genuine regard for the well-being of the child, and are in all but the rarest of cases not in line with the needs of that child.
If the prenatal genetic moral enhancement enterprise is to be successful, at some point we will require human participants in the relevant research in order to determine whether it is safe and effective for humans. In light of this, perhaps we can get around some of the above worries by asking non-morally depraved adult humans to enlist themselves as participants in research on genetic moral enhancement. This seems unlikely to be attractive to them, however, as risks still abound, and suggesting that this research participation is anything other than supererogatory would be deceptive at this point. Perhaps there is room here to offer some form of compensation for those individuals as an enticement for their participation. Yet, even if we could convince such people to enrol, it will be difficult to gauge whether moral enhancement is effective in 'curtailing and curing moral evilness' if we resort to research conducted on participants that are not at risk of being morally evil. It may also be difficult to transfer data from postnatal genetic research to prenatal genetic research protocols. 16 At best we can expect extremely low levels of enrolment in such research, both prenatal and postnatal, numbers significantly less than what we require in order to make sound empirical discoveries and generalisations, even if a case can be made to show that it is ethical to fund and pursue that research in the first place. Indeed, given that good parents would not enlist their children in such research (ie, only irresponsible, imprudent, somewhat reckless parents would condone prenatal genetic moral enhancement research for their future child), then there is good reason for the state to not make this research available in the first place.
CONCLUDING REMARKS
In this paper, I have focused on the ethics of prenatal genetic moral enhancement. There are other potential modes of moral enhancement that have not been considered, the moral status of which may differ.
The argument I have presented is twofold: (1) there is good reason to adopt a parent-centred perspective towards this issue, and (2) once we do so, there is good reason to argue that prenatal genetic attempts at moral enhancement ought not to be pursued. Of the different perspectives we may adopt towards the moral status of prenatal genetic moral enhancement, the one that makes the most sense in this context is that of a parent deciding whether or not to genetically enhance her child. Somewhat ironically, however, the pursuit of (prenatal) genetic moral enhancement does not make much sense from this perspective, morally speaking, since parents have good reason to not condone prenatal genetic moral enhancement (research) for their future children.
It was impossible for Kevin's mother to know, prospectively and with any real degree of certainty, that Kevin would be the sort of person that ought to have been morally enhanced. 17 That she assumed otherwise during the prenatal stages of Kevin's development is not something that she should be faulted for, however unfortunate her lack of clairvoyance might be. Indeed, forcing her to have genetically morally enhanced Kevin in utero because of a miniscule chance that any given embryo might grow up to be homicidal (or genocidal, or omnicidal) represents state control run ramped. And, if given the choice, good parents will not risk martyring their future children in the name of generating empirical data for the purpose of attempting to stave off Ultimate Harm, or make human society more moral, especially given their devotion to the sustained moral education of their children postnatally.
x I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer at JME for raising this important point.
